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Abstract: The aim of the paper is to research the interrelationships between variables — the support of the direct
manager (SDM), work engagement (WE), organisational trust (O7), and job autonomy (JA) in enterprises operating
in agriculture. Both direct and indirect effects affecting the increase in work engagement of agrarian employees are ana-
lysed. For the data collection, a questionnaire survey among the employees of agrarian enterprises in Slovakia was used
(680 respondents). For testing, we applied the theoretical research model and purposed hypotheses with the partial least
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) method through the SmartPLS 3.0 software. The findings point out
the existence of a statistically significant relationship between SDM and WE, which is, though, weaker than the overall
effect by involving the mediation variables. Both mediation variables (OT and JA) separately increase the overall effect,
but their common mediation influence mainly has a substantial significance. The intensity of the researched relation-
ship increases with the length of employment. In the case of the employee's age and the size of the agrarian enterprise,
there was a negative moderating effect on the relationship of the main proven variables.
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Agricultural enterprises face many challenges in the
current dynamic and turbulent environment. Some
of these are consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic,
technological development, digitalisation, inequal con-
ditions in the European business environment (higher
levy load compared to EU, subsidy taxation) and the
lack of qualified labour on different organisational
levels, higher average age of the employees, low at-
tractivity of the work in this sector and many others.
Solutions are definitively needed, some of them can

be implemented inside the enterprises by the enter-
prises applying appropriate managerial tools.
Currently, agricultural enterprises are moving for-
ward with their technological level. The number
of modern farms using modern technologies is in-
creasing, which, in turn, increases the demand on the
employees and their skills. Managers need to hire
people who are not only educated but are also eager
to work, who have a positive attitude towards working
in the countryside, and who want to continuously learn
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and improve in the context of new incoming trends.
An engaged employee, who is connected with the en-
terprise and its social system, is also a source of inno-
vation and improves the organisational performance
of agricultural enterprises (Cabello-Medina et al.
2011). In the context of constant changes, a disengaged
employee can become costly for the enterprise.

The subject of our research is important for many
reasons. The first one is increasing the significance
of the work engagement in the context of reaching
organisational effectivity. The changing dynamics
of the external and internal environment is related
to the changing dynamics in the working environment
with the need to focus on work engagement. On the
other side, there is a continuous absence of qualified
workforce. Even though professional discussions are
ongoing on these issues, the results are not positive,
and the need for a solution is apparent. Employee en-
gagement decreases the possibility of terminating her/
his employment, and, moreover, by creating conditions
for engagement, it is possible to acquire new employ-
ees. The second reason is the current demographic
trend, where the ageing population negatively affects
the activities directed towards increasing the amount
of labour in agriculture. There are also opportunities
caused by the technological development where mod-
ern and innovative technologies can attract young peo-
ple into this sector for work. The COVID-19 pandemic
has significantly contributed to changes in individual
and collective values by pausing, immersion inside and
rethinking the operating model from a long-term point
of view. Food self-sufficiency comes to the fore, there
are increasing demands on agrarian product quality
and food safety. People are heading more towards na-
ture, to the countryside and they realise the need for
meaningful work. According to the research of Barrett
Values Centre (2021), the energy of organisations has
transformed to the agility, engagement, innovation,
well-being of employees, sustainability, and informa-
tion sharing due to the pandemic. The management
of agricultural enterprises should react to these facts
and should make the effort to acquire and retain em-
ployees by offering working conditions aligned with
their individual values.

Research undertaken on an employee's work engage-
ment in agriculture has been aimed at its ascendants,
leadership roles (Rahmadani et al. 2020), workplace
ethics (Baldoz and Guhao 2020) by supporting en-
gagement towards work autonomy (Lee and Teh 2021)
and internal motivation (Karimi and Sotoodeh 2019).
All the stated realised studies just partly covered this re-
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search area. Many significant factors in the agricultural
sector environment in the context of work engagement
have not yet been included in the research. A signifi-
cant knowledge gap still remains which creates space
for further research, which is the basis of the research
model of this study. The aim is to explore the interre-
lationships between the variables: work engagement
(WE), the support of the direct manager (SDM), or-
ganisational trust (O7) and job autonomy (JA). We are
interested not only in the direct effects of SDM and WE
but also in the possibilities of their mediation through
OT and JA. We consider the identified variables influ-
encing work engagement as key factors, mainly in the
crisis period that the agricultural sector is facing.

Literature overview and hypotheses

Modern agricultural enterprises that desire to stay
competitive need engaged employees. The aim of this
paper is to analyse the possible influence of the critical
variables (SDM, OT, and JA) on the work engagement
of the employees in agricultural enterprises and to find
out their interrelationships. We are starting from the un-
derstanding of engagement as the dominant factor influ-
encing the productivity of the employees and the whole
team (Rahmadani et al. 2020), as well as affecting the
profitability of the agricultural enterprise (Demerouti
et al. 2015; Schneider et al. 2017; Lee and Teh 2021).

According to Bakker et al. (2011), work engage-
ment is the combination of the ability to work (energy,
spirit) and the willingness to work (involvement, dedi-
cation). It relates to a positive emotional and intellec-
tual commitment that an employee feels towards the
enterprise and which overlaps with the scope of job
satisfaction and retention (Shuck et al. 2016). Previ-
ous research of Bakker et al. (2011) and Schneider et al.
(2017) proved that the main driving forces of work
engagement are mainly various working resources
like skill variety, job control, and learning opportuni-
ties along with personal sources (self-efficacy, proac-
tivity, optimism). Work demands (e.g. workload, role
conflicts, emotional demands) play a secondary role.
According to Hakanen et al. (2019), individual fac-
tors (e.g. education), work factors (e.g. contracts) and
context factors (e.g. profession, industry) influence the
level of the employee's work engagement. Working fac-
tors seem to be the most significant determinants with
regards to work engagement.

Enterprises have two possibilities in supporting the
engagement — either a top-bottom or bottom-top ap-
proach (Bakker 2017). The bottom-top approach
includes transformational managerial interventions. En-
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gagement supported by the bottom-top approach uses
proactive strategies that employees can apply by them-
selves, including job autonomy and self-management
support. The combination of a strategic and proac-
tive approach promotes the engagement of employees
by optimising the working environment (Bakker 2017).

Many studies (Masih et al. 2013) accentuate on the
fact that employee non-engagement at work might often
be due to the working relationships with managers when
employees are not able to communicate effectively and
they do not have the competencies to make decisions.
Employees need managers who will support them, and
who are dedicated to the organisation. After that, man-
agers can expect employees to invest more effort in their
work and to do so with their full commitment.

For the individuals and teams to be effective, they
need the support of their managers (Rahmadani et al.
2020). SDM includes supportive behaviour, rewarding,
performance recognition, empowerment of the subor-
dinates, care about their needs, and proof of their integ-
rity and skills to lead. In various working environments,
it is an important determinant of work satisfaction
and work engagement (Griffin et al. 2001; Taipale et al.
2011). When employees feel that the organisation pro-
vides them with a supportive, involved, and demanding
environment which suits their needs, it is more pos-
sible that they will be engaged, or willing to react by in-
vesting time, energy, and psychological involvement
into the work (Bakker et al. 2011). Hakanen and Roodt
(2010), Kahn (2010), and Mauno et al. (2010) similarly
identified the need of managerial support as one of the
significant assumptions of employee work engagement.

H,: We expect that SDM is positively related with
the WE of agricultural employees. Organisational
trust is considered to be one of the most important
behavioural attributes in the organizational context
(Chams-Anturi et al. 2020) and a significant benefit
for the enterprise because it can effectively lower the
supervision costs, supports the cooperation between
the employees and contributes to the competitive-
ness (Hogan et al. 1994). Generally, trust is important
in any working relationship that involves interdepen-
dence, cooperative behaviour, and teamwork (Kidron
et al. 2016). Trust is also the primary concept of the
exchange theory which expects that, by the common
trust of subordinates and managers, it is easier to build
a high-quality relationship (Ohemeng et al. 2019). Ac-
cording to the Li et al. (2007) study, employee trust
in their direct manager, colleagues and top manage-
ment has a positive impact on their work performance.
As Schneider et al. (2017) state, the main driving force

of employee engagement is the context of the work
where people perceive the interest and support of their
managers as showing their interest in the people.

H,: We expect the relationship between the SDM
and WE is mediated by the OT. According to Cai et al.
(2018), job autonomy is the extent to which an individ-
ual can decide about the work methods, processes, and
effort to fulfil the tasks and is one of the psychological
valuables which contribute to the employee's perfor-
mance. Employees of agricultural enterprises who have
higher work autonomy will have better performance
(Ilyash et al. 2019; Karimi and Sotoodeh 2019; Lee and
Teh 2021), because they can feel bigger responsibil-
ity for the results, and can experience meaningfulness
based on the feeling of their own control (Cai et al.
2018). Previous studies confirmed that job autonomy
along with the managerial style and the possibility that
employees are allowed to develop belong to the sub-
stantial factors supporting work engagement (Mo-
letsane et al. 2019; Soliman and Wahba 2019). In the
same way, according to Naqvi et al. (2013) and Clem-
ent and Eketu (2019), organisations profit from a high
level of autonomy in the workplace by increasing the
engagement of their employees. The maturity and
competencies of managers play a significant part in de-
termining the degree of accepting the work autonomy
by the company or, respectively, monitoring the mana-
gerial procedures (Gerten et al. 2018).

H;: We expect that the relationship between
the SDM and WE is moderated by the JA. As long
as the variables chosen by us are not separately in-
teracting in the social system of the enterprise and
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of the study

¢' — direct effect; a,b, — indirect effect through organizational
trust (OT); a,b, — indirect effect through job autonomy (JA)
Source: Author's own elaboration
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in many studies, they have been subject to examina-
tion in various contexts and combinations (Schneider
et al. 2017; Rahmadani et al. 2020; Lee and Teh 2021),
we have researched their mutual interaction in relation
to the SDM and WE.

H,: We expect that the relationship between the
SDM and WE is mediated by the OT and JA at once.
The research model is illustrated in Figure 1.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Sample and data collection

The basis of this study was a questionnaire survey
undertaken from December 2021 to January 2022. In-
formation was requested from managers of the agri-
cultural enterprises involved in the INFOMA Business
Trading database in Slovakia, which includes data about
1 266 enterprises in the agricultural area of primary
production. The selected 300 enterprises were elec-
tronically sent a request for cooperation and they were
informed about the aim of the study accenting the an-
onymity and the possibility to gain the results of the
study after its processing. The enterprises addressed
for cooperation were selected based on a stratified se-
lection with the purpose of ensuring representation
in the individual categories of agricultural enterprises
according to the criteria of size, legal form, localisation,
and production specialisation. Fifty-three enterprises
agreed with the participation. Through communication
with the top managers of the enterprises, the question-
naires were distributed among their employees which
were the respondents of the research.

The employees anonymously filled in the struc-
tured questionnaire in a printed form which was sub-
sequently inserted into a database by the members
of the research team. A total of 680 relevant ques-
tionnaires were acquired. The average number of em-
ployees per enterprise was 12.83. Of 53 enterprises,
24 were agricultural associations and 29 were busi-
ness enterprises, while, from the point of view of the
size category, these enterprises have a number of em-
ployees from 10 to 49 (34%) and from 50 to 249 (66%).
The production focus of these enterprises was com-
bined production (39%), crop production (41%) and
animal production (20%). The sample of the employees
was as follows: 51% men and 49% women; 64% of the
respondents have a high school or lower education,
36% have a college education; 78% were employees
without a managerial position, 22% of respondents
were middle managers; the average length of employ-
ment was 12.6 years and the average age was 43.2 years.
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In the introduction of the questionnaire, the aim
of the study was explained which accented the anonym-
ity with the agreement of the voluntary participation
in the survey. We asked the employees to express their
standpoint on the individual statements. The question-
naire involved a set of 29 indicator variables. The items
were evaluated on the Likert scale and are stated in the
Measures section. Each latent variable was measured
using items from established measures, which are avail-
able in English. For establishing a semantic equivalence,
we used back-translation before administering the in-
strument. Bilingual experts translated the instrument
from English to Slovak and then back again into English
and, subsequently, in the case of inconsistencies, each
item was reworded to establish the conformity of the
meaning. Besides, we tried to use short, simple sen-
tences and repeated nouns instead of using pronouns.
To mitigate common method bias, which often arises,
we randomly dispersed, mixed and overturned the scale
of certain responses and also divided the questionnaire
and presented each part in a different context, so that
the respondents were not influenced by their previous
responses and their idea of the results.

Measures

Work engagement (WE). WE was measured by
a shortened version of the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES), which is, according to Schaufeli et al.
(2006), a great tool for measuring this latent value. It in-
cludes nine items which were measured by the 5-point
Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = always). Examples of the
items: 'By working, I feel burst of energy’, T am proud
of the work I am doing’, and 'T get carried away working'.

Support of the direct manager (SDM). SDM is mea-
sured by a valid tool, developed by Choi (2012), which
includes four items scaled by a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Examples
of the items: T have trust and confidence in my man-
ager', 'My manager supports my need to balance work
and other life issues’, and 'Manager in my work unit
provide employees with the opportunities to demon-
strate their leadership skills'.

Organisational trust (OT). This value was mea-
sured by the Organizational Trust Inventory, devel-
oped by Nyhan and Marlowe (1997). It includes four
items related to the trust in an enterprise. Examples
of the items: "The level of confidence that this organi-
zation will treat me fairly', "The level of trust between
supervisors and workers in the organization’, "The level
of trust among the people I work with on a regular ba-
sis', and "The degree to which we can depend on each
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other in the organization'. A 5-point Likert type scale
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) was used.

Job autonomy (JA). JA was measured by Job Diag-
nostic Survey (JDS) developed by Hackman and Old-
ham (1974). Employees expressed their agreement/
disagreement with three items of the JA. The 5-point
Likert scale was used (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly
agree). Example of the items: I have freedom doing
my job the way I want to', T have the opportunity for
independent and individual initiative', T have a high
level of diversity in my job'.

Control variables. The controlling variables were
the legal form, size of the enterprise from the point
of view of the number of employees, region, and em-
ployee's criteria (age, length of work experience) which
were chosen for the reason of their possible impact
on the examined relationships based on existing stud-
ies. In the study of Moore et al. (2020), the positive
context of the position, employee's gender and em-
ployment duration in agricultural enterprises and their
engagement was confirmed. Hakanen et al. (2019) con-
firmed the connection between employee engagement
and the size of the enterprise. Urbancovd and Vrab-
cové (2020) considered the age as a significant variable
in the context of examining the engagement of agricul-
tural employees.

Data analysis

The basis of our study is a theoretical model devel-
oped on the basis of a wide scale of knowledge about
the relationship of individual variables. We used partial
least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM)
to test our research model and suggested hypoth-
eses to better understand the relationships between
the individual selected constructs, which allows one
to test more hypotheses at once in the context of di-
rect and indirect effects in a complex system (Ringle
et al. 2018). We decided to use it for numerous reasons
— one of them is the relatively small size of the sam-
ple. Another reason is the complexity of the research
model, with the study focus on the prediction of the
dependent variable for the predictive aims.

We worked with the SmartPLS 3.0 software, which
allows one to assess the measurement and the struc-
tural model at the same time.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Measurement model. The measurement model
analyses the reliability and validity of the purposed

model. At first, we measured the collinearity indica-

tor using variational inflation factor (VIF). All the
VIFs resulting from a full collinearity test are equal
to or lower than 3.3. After implementation of the col-
linearity statistics in SmartPLS, we found that the in-
ner VIF values are all lower than 3.3 and the model
can be considered free of the common method bias.
By using the PLS algorithm, we examined the reliability
requirement of the measured model and found that all
the standardised loadings are greater than 0.70 (Chin
2010). Meanwhile, the requirement of the internal
construct reliability is met (Table 1). Cronbach's alpha
(CA) and the composite reliability (CR) indicator cor-
responds to all the constructs (CA from 0.858 to 0.956,
CR from 0.905 to 0.972). Another tool we used was
rho_A, which also complies to the constructs (scale
from 0.872 to 0.956), as its value should be between
the CA and CR values according to recommendations
(Ringle et al. 2018). The validity of the model was mea-
sured by the average variance extracted (AVE) of the
convergent validity, by the Fornell-Larcker criterion,
and the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) crite-
rion cross-loading for discriminant validity. All the
gained results comply with the constructs. AVE over-
laps the level of 0.5 (Chin 2010) for all the constructs,
which means that the construct explains an average
of at least 50% of its item's variance. In the Fornell-
-Larcker criterion, the square-root of the AVE for the
construct was greater than the inter-construct correla-
tion. The HTMT values, measured as the mean value
of the indicator correlations across the constructs,
were lower than 0.85-0.9 (Ringle et al. 2018). Through
cross-loading, we confirmed the factor loading to the
maternal constructs. We concluded that discriminant
validity was established.

Structural model. The structural model measures
the given relationships and confirms the hypotheses.
It is necessary to confirm the goodness of the model
through the predictive capability and the predictive
relevance. The first requirement is confirmed by the
calculation of the R? coefficient. This coefficient
is determined by the strength of each structural path
determined by the R? value for the dependent variable
(Bernal-Conesa 2017). The value R? should be equal
to or greater than 0.1. The results in Table 1 show that
all the R? values are greater than 0.1. Hence, the predic-
tive capability is established. The second requirement
(the predictive relevance of the endogenous constructs)
is measured by the Q* (Stone-Geisser value) coefficient
calculation. Q? values above 0 show that the model has
predictive relevance. The results show that there is sig-
nificance in the prediction of the constructs (Table 1).
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Structural paths Original sample ~ Sample mean SD t-statistics P-value
Mediation through JA and OT at once

SDM — WE (total effect) 0.896 0.896 0.012 73.414 0.000
SDM — WE (direct effect) 0.270 0.270 0.031 8.655 0.000
SDM — WE (total indirect effect) 0.626 0.626 0.024 26.247 0.000
SDM — JA — WE (indirect effect) 0.275 0.274 0.029 9.456 0.000
SDM — OT — WE (indirect effect) 0.351 0.352 0.017 20.941 0.000
SDM — OT 0.801 0.801 0.016 48.747 0.000
SDM — JA 0.873 0.873 0.013 67.015 0.000
OoT - WE 0.438 0.439 0.020 21.530 0.000
JA - WE 0.315 0.314 0.035 9.048 0.000
Mediation through JA

SDM — WE (total effect) 0.897 0.897 0.012 75.973 0.000
SDM — WE (direct effect) 0.338 0.337 0.038 8.979 0.000
SDM — JA — WE (indirect effect) 0.559 0.560 0.030 18.886 0.000
SDM — JA 0.873 0.874 0.013 68.041 0.000
JA - WE 0.640 0.641 0.037 17.349 0.000
Mediation through OT

SDM — WE (total effect) 0.896 0.896 0.012 75.940 0.000
SDM — WE (direct effect) 0.421 0.422 0.025 16.986 0.000
SDM — OT — WE (indirect effect) 0.475 0.474 0.018 27.070 0.000
SDM — OT 0.801 0.801 0.017 46.966 0.000
OT —-> WE 0.592 0.593 0.025 23.861 0.000

SDM - support of the direct manager; WE — work engagement; OT — organizational trust; JA — job autonomy; P < 0.05

Source: Author's own elaboration

Furthermore, the model fit was assessed using stan-
dardised root mean squared residual (SRMR), whose
values indicate that the model fit should be lower than
or equal to 0.100 (Hair et al. 2017). The value of SRMR
was 0.092 [Table S1 in electronic supplementary ma-
terial (ESM); for the ESM see the electronic version].
Further verification results of the stated hypotheses are
introduced in Table 1.

The empirical model of the study is included in Fig-
ure S1 in ESM (for the ESM see the electronic version).

All the direct effects are significant and the indi-
rect effects are also significant. Based on the results,
we concluded that H, has support. The SDM is posi-
tively connected with the WE of agricultural employees
(p=0.896, P < 0.05).

H, also has support. The relationship between the
SDM and the WE is mediated by the OT. The indi-
rect effect of the OT is significant ( = 0.475, P < 0.05).
It is an incomplete mediation because the action of the
indirect effect on the overall effect is less than 80%
(53% indirect, 47% direct effect).
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Based on the results, H; has support. The relation-
ship between the SDM and the WE is mediated. The in-
direct effect of the JA is significant ( = 0.559, P < 0.05).
Also, it is an incomplete mediation because the action
of the indirect effect on the overall effect is less than
80% (62% indirect, 38% direct effect).

H, also has support, which is the mediation action
of two mediators. This means that, on the overall ef-
fect of the SDM and WE (B = 0.896), the SDM con-
tributes with its direct effect (B = 0.270) by just 30%.
The other 70% of the overall effect goes through the
OT and JA. From their interaction, the variable OT
(B = 0.351, P < 0.05) is more significant compared
to the variable JA (B = 0.275, P < 0.05).

Control variables were included into the model
through multigroup analyses (MGAs) and moderat-
ing. The MGAs include analyses of the differences
of the individual paths for men and women, for the
employees based on the highest education and ac-
cording to the managerial or non-managerial position.
The MGAs were also used in examining the differ-
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Table 2. Moderating effect of tenure, age and business size

Structural paths and moderating effects Original sample ~ Sample mean SD t-statistics P-value
SDM — WE -0.225 -0.229 0.056 3.988 0.000
Tenure > WE 1.022 1.029 0.052 19.787 0.000
Moderating effect tenure - WE 0.092 0.089 0.037 2.490 0.013
SDM — WE 0.707 0.707 0.038 18.389 0.000
Age > WE 0.026 0.030 0.054 0.482 0.630
Moderating effect age - WE -0.159 —-0.157 0.064 2.473 0.014
SDM — WE 0.785 0.787 0.017 45.687 0.000
Business size > WE 0.041 0.039 0.048 0.855 0.393
Moderating effect of business size > WE —-0.105 —-0.103 0.049 2.137 0.033

SDM - support of the direct manager; WE — work engagement; P < 0.05

Source: Author's own elaboration

ences in the individual paths according to the orienta-
tion of the enterprise and legal form. By implementing
MGAs, we confirmed the invariance of the measuring
tool according to the measurement invariance of com-
posite models (MICOM) procedure (Henseler et al.
2015). The MGAs were performed by the permutation
method and the PLS-MGA method.

Significant differences were found by two criteria
which were the employee position and the criteria legal
form (Table S2 in ESM; for the ESM see the electronic
version). By the other examined criteria, no significant
differences were recorded.

The influence of the SDM on the WE and JA is nota-
bly higher by the managerial position. This also influ-
ences the strength of the JA influence on the WE.

At the same time, it was confirmed, that the influ-
ence of the JA and OT on the WE is significantly higher
in business enterprise employees than in the case of ag-
ricultural associations.

Moderating was used by determining the effect
of the length of the employee's employment in the
enterprise and their age on the examined relation-
ship of the SDM and WE and by examining the influ-
ence of the enterprise on the relationship.

The results of the analyses confirm that the moderat-
ing effect of the enterprise size is significant, but nega-
tive (B = —0.105, P < 0.05) (Table 2). SDM significantly
influences employee engagement in small enterprises.

The moderating effect of the employee's age is also
significant, but negative (p = —0.159, P < 0.05) (Table 2).
It follows that direct manager support influences the
engagement of younger employees.

The moderating effect of the length of employment
is significant (f = 0.092, P < 0.05) (Table 2). The influence
of the SDM on the WE increases with the employee's

seniority. The moderating effects of the company size,
employee age, and length of employment are graphi-
cally presented in Figures S2—-S5 in ESM (for the ESM
see the electronic version).

DISCUSSION

According to the results of the study, the employee
WE of agricultural enterprises is influenced by multi-
ple factors. The SDM (P = 0.896) has a significant direct
influence which complies with the Li et al. (2007), Bak-
ker et al. (2011), Rahmadani et al. (2020) studies about
the mutual positive relationship of these two variables.
Confirmation of this finding was verified in different
conditions.

Following the existing studies (Hakanen and Roodt
2010; Mauno et al. 2010; Bakker et al. 2011; Nguyen
and Pham 2020; Rahmadani et al. 2020), we examined
the mechanism of the SDM effect on the employee
WE in-depth, anticipating that the important support-
ing factor is autonomy which employees feel in their
workplace and their trust in their employer. The find-
ings proved the mediation effects of these two vari-
ables. Our findings follow the previous studies which
also confirmed the existence of a positive relationship
between workplace autonomy and employee engage-
ment (Taipale et al. 2011; Tensay and Singh 2020; Lee
and Teh 2021). According to Nguyen and Pham (2020),
managers can support engagement by involving the
employees in the decision-making process, planning
the tasks, and widening their autonomy. If employees
get the freedom and opportunity to take part in the
decision-making, they will submit their proposals and
provide feedback about how the enterprise is work-
ing, and they will be more engaged (Tensay and Singh
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2020). Similarly, it supports the findings of Li et al.
(2007) and Schneider et al. (2017), according to whom,
the employee's trust of the enterprise positively influ-
ences work performance.

On the overall effect, the SDM participates on the
WE with a direct effect (f = 0.270) by just 30%, while
the other 70% of the overall effect is mediated by the
OT and JA, which proves its significance by influencing
the employee work engagement. From these two vari-
ables, the variable OT (p = 0.351) has a bigger signifi-
cance in comparison with the variable JA ( = 0.275).
From the above-stated information, it follows that
the direct support of employees from management
is important when influencing work engagement, but
it is possible to provenly support its effect through
OT and JA. By integrating these tools to the enterprise
management, the overall effect significantly increases
while the biggest indirect influence is caused by the in-
teraction of both variables against their individual ac-
tions. Thus, it is important for agricultural enterprises
to use these tools in an integrated way in their interac-
tion which can lead to a proven engagement increase.
The targeted building of a trust culture in organisa-
tions followed with a higher level of employee auton-
omy in their work positions is an appropriate strategy.
The culture of trust, which seems to be important
in interaction, whose isolated influence effect is lower
(B = 0.475), includes the trust in the co-workers and
in the managers. If the organisation manages to create
a mutual trust atmosphere, it can lead to an increase
in competitiveness through a decrease in costs on con-
trol mechanisms by supporting cooperation between
its members (Hogan et al. 1994).

The level of autonomy on the examined relation-
ships is weaker by its interaction, but, on the con-
trary, by its isolation, is more significant (f = 0.559),
it supports the employees' responsibility for dedicated
tasks and the meaningfulness of their work belong
to the important factors in which employees expect
in the work process. Our conclusions follow the find-
ings of Clement and Eketu (2019), Karimi and Soto-
odeh (2019), and Lee and Teh (2021), who similarly
prove that a high level of autonomy in the workplace
leads to an increase in employee engagement from
which organisations can profit.

The age and length of employment of the employee
and the size of the enterprise where the employees
work were the proven moderating effects. The mod-
erating effect of the enterprise's size is significant and
negative which means that, in smaller businesses, the
support of direct managers has a more pronounced in-
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fluence on the engagement of its employees. The reason
can be the more immediate contact of the manage-
ment with the employees which allows the creation
of a closer relationship and better trust. Thanks
to a lower level of specialisation of the individual em-
ployees, a higher need of support by fulfilling tasks can
arise, if employees get it, they feel engaged. In bigger
enterprises, and possibly thanks to their more compli-
cated organisational structures and less intensive man-
agement contact with employees, the effect of the SDM
on the WE can partly weaken. The moderating effect
of the employee's age is similarly significant and nega-
tive. The relationship of the SDM and WE is stronger
in younger employees who need the support of their
manager more for their own engagement. The reason
can be a lower level of their self-confidence when per-
forming work. On the other hand, a significant positive
moderating effect of the employee length of employ-
ment on the examined relationship was proven, which
seems to be in contradiction. In this case, further re-
search would be necessary.

Our findings point out significant differences in the
paths SDM—-WE, JA-WE and SDM~-JA, in favour of em-
ployees in managerial positions along with the paths
JA-WE and OT-WE in favour of business companies
compared to the legal form of an agricultural associa-
tion. In this case, we can assume that managers realise
the significance of job autonomy and trust and they
appreciate it more. The results also indicate that agri-
cultural enterprises, which operate as business organ-
isations, focus on the topics of job autonomy and trust
culture creation more in comparison with agricultural
associations.

Our study has multiple theoretical and practical
implications. On the theoretical level, it broadens the
existing knowledge about the current topic of work
engagement of employees in agriculture. Firstly, with
a discussion surrounding the direct agricultural man-
ager's support of their employees, we can better un-
derstand the direct impacts and the overall combined
effects on work engagement. Secondly, the findings can
deepen the understanding of the relationships leading
to the work engagement of the employees' mechanism
in a global context because the challenges of the cur-
rent agricultural sector are comparable for developing
countries and, despite the natural local specifics, the
interaction of the examined variables can be consid-
ered as universal.

On a practical level, our findings have important
implications for agricultural managers and enter-
prises. Worldwide, an insufficient level of workforce
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engagement affects the enterprises in agriculture. En-
gaged employees also require, besides the direct sup-
port of their managers, the support of a culture built
on trust and a feeling of freedom and the possibility
to autonomously make decisions. Enterprises should
respect this when setting the processes of human re-
source management, which complies with the recom-
mendations of Moore et al. (2020). Here, there a large
space arises for the implementation of current ap-
proaches in people management in which a partner
approach to the employees with a high rate of individu-
alisation is preferred. Positive results are approachable
by using the coaching approach in management where
employees are supported by managers who take an ac-
tive approach and look for their own solutions. There-
fore, the rate of their autonomy strengthens the trust
of the manager. It is the implementation of the coach-
ing approach to people management that appears
to be an appropriate way for agrarian enterprises which
integrate and support the interaction of the examined
factors. Investment into the instruments and time
in the development of managers in this way has the po-
tential to be a significant source for employee engage-
ment support.

Another important piece of knowledge is that all the
stated factors work intensively in an interaction where
the effect is strengthened. Agricultural enterprises
should support a culture built on trust through their
organisational structures, design jobs to have a certain
autonomy level integrated in the job performance and
also properly supplement it with employee support
from managers. This attitude has the potential to sig-
nificantly increase the enterprise performance through
the individual involvement and engagement of their
employees.

Limitations. Our study has a few limitations. The first
is the relatively limited number of respondents (680)
considering the overall number of employees in agri-
cultural enterprises in Slovakia. On the other hand, the
enterprises that were involved in the research were from
all regions of Slovakia, which supports the generalisa-
tion of the results for the Slovak agricultural sector. Also,
based on the global character of the problem of low em-
ployee engagement and the mutual specifics of agricul-
tural enterprises as employers, our study can support
the generalisation of the results in the context of the ag-
ricultural sector of the least developed European coun-
tries. A limitation can be the non-use of a pilot survey
as one of the best practices for verifying the validity
and methodological soundness of the used constructs.
We used other recommendations that we considered

sufficient. Even though we used a few steps for measur-
ing the common method bias, we did not implement one
of them which should include data collection from vari-
ous resources that has been requested not only from the
employees. Consequently, future research can focus
on involving other factors dealing with employee en-
gagement. Finally, in addition to the factors concerned
in this study, there may be other factors that may influ-
ence the examined relationships. In the future, it is pos-
sible to combine other theories and make a complex
analysis from various points of view. Our model worked
with sectional rather than longitudinal data, which may
be unable to reflect the real causal relationship because
of the time-lag effect, and the use of panel data could
be a future direction.

CONCLUSION

The results of the study have proven the validity of all
four formulated hypotheses. The direct manager sup-
port positively mediated the work engagement of agrar-
ian employees meanwhile this relationship is mediated
by the job autonomy and also by the atmosphere of or-
ganisational trust which act like the relationship me-
diators. In their contemporary interaction, the impact
of organizational trust is more significant compared
to the degree of job autonomy. The findings draw at-
tention to the fact that direct manager support sig-
nificantly influences employee engagement in smaller
enterprises. Based on the sample character, which
is not possible to be considered fully representative,
the study represents a significant introduction to the
deeper examination of this topic. Due to the insuffi-
cient amount of labour, not only in the agricultural sec-
tor, the topic of employee engagement will be the centre
of the employers' attention over a long period. Recogni-
tion of the factors which significantly affect it and their
interrelations can bring important benefits when setting
the human resource management system. In case the
agricultural sector wants to be a competitive employer,
it is necessary for the companies to pay attention to the
qualifications of their own management supporting
the employees, building a culture of mutual trust and
creative work positions while incorporating elements
of autonomy. In the same way, implementation of the
coaching approach to people management has the po-
tential to support the examined factors — the autonomy
in the decision-making and organisational support felt
by the employee. This strategy seems to be appropriate
for supporting enterprise performance through an in-
crease in workforce engagement.
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